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CHARLES FRENCH 

In the early fifties a small hoy might have been seen chasing 
butterflies and gathering wildflowers on the moors and hills of 
Cheltenham, where he and his family lived. This was Charles 
French, one of the founders of the Field Naturalists’ Club of 
Victoria. Eighty years afterwards, now a man of ninety-three, 
Charles French died, and was buried on the hill where he had 
played and collected as a boy. 

Charles French was born in Lewisham, Kent, on 10th Septem¬ 
ber, 1840. His father died when the boy was quite young, and his 
mother again married, the step-father being Mr. Weatherall. The 
family came to Australia and settled at Cheltenham in 1852. 
There was little settlement in those days, and the road to the farm 
was known as Weat he rail's Road. The name remains to-day as 
Weatherall Road. 

Charles French was born with the naturalist’s instinct, for he 
collected butterflies in England as a boy. At Cheltenham he re¬ 
ceived much discouragement in his bent, for farm work and land 
clearing were to he considered long before natural history. When 
quite a young lad he was sent on several trips to the goldfields, 
assisting in the loading of bullock drays going to Bendigo. 

However, in 1858, his bent asserting itself, he was apprenticed 
to a nurseryman at Hawthorn, James Scott. Scott’s nursery was 
in Burwood Road, most of the original site being now occupied 
by the Hawthorn railway station. Scott’s brick house is still 
standing, next to the station. From this nursery Charles French 
wheeled a large number of elm trees in a wheelbarrow, along 
Burwood Road, Bridge Road, and Wellington Parade to the Fitz- 
roy Gardens, where Mr. Bickford was Curator. These are the 
famous elms which now give so much shade in those lovely gar¬ 
dens. Again, he wheeled many trees to the Burnley Horticultural 
Gardens, and he himself planted from a small pot what is now 
one of the finest specimens of the Californian Redwood. Sequoia 
Ififjantctij in the State. 

It was here that he first saw Baron von Mueller, then Dr. 
Mueller, who was riding his white pony, setting out on one of his 
long botanical journeys into the mountains. Mr. French retains 
with pride the testimonial given to the young man by James 
Scott, after he had served his apprenticeship. From Scott’s nur¬ 
sery he went to Alex. Bogie’s nursery in South Yarra, and then 
to that of Joseph Harris, which was situated oil the east side of 
what is now the South Yarra railway station. Here he again met 
Dr. Mueller, and formed a life friendship with the botanist. 

In 1864 French was appointed by Dr. Mueller to take charge 
of propagating work and the management of the glass-houses 
at the Melbourne Botanic Gardens, taking up his residence in the 
gardens house in Anderson Street. 

At the Gardens he luid full scope for his natural history inclina- 
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tic> 11 . for he often told me that he was afraid that lie spent a »t 
of his time netting butterflies. Mis after life shows that the time 
was not wasted. In 1SX1 he was advanced to the more important 
position of custodian of the Uotanical Museum, under 1’aron v »n 
Mueller, 

Fvcn in the early days, as now, the question of timber-borne 
insects was a vital one, and Charles French was requested to 
contribute an article to the Annual Report of the Department M 
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Agriculture in 1N74. 'This he did. the article bein^' well-illustrat :d 
with wood cuts of many native beetles. This is probably the tr-t 
entomological article published in Victoria. 

In the Government decided to appoint an entomologist, 

deal with and advise about insect pests, and French was appointed. 
He soon ^ot to work, and in 1S ( )1 published Volume 1 of his 
Destructive Insects of rieforiu. Ki$;ht thousand copies were 
issued, and this volume is now out of print. Four additional 
volumes were* issued, the last appearing in Fill. ‘This is a mum- 
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mental work, and the coloured plates.-nf winch there are several 
dozen, were id! executed under his supervision. He wrote a sixth 
volume, also with coloured plates, dealing w*th beneficial inserts. 
This volume was never published, and now I suggest That the 
Club consider tlm question living this volume published, to 
complete his life work, 

Al French s suggestion an intfu state conference tu discuss a 
umform Vegetarian Diseases Act was held in Melbourne, resulting 
m much permanent good. He* laid the foundation of scientific 
fruit tree and other plant spraying in Victoria. In 1902 he initiated 
rhe first fumigation o i citrus trees for red scale with hydrocyanic, 
ga-. n treatment now in common practice In 1907 he attended 
an Imernatiohal Conferences of Entomologists in London; and in 
1903 he retired, full of honours, a great public servant, being sir 
coeded by his sun. Charles French the second. 

} rirM met Chat Ices French in 1B91. when he gave me a copy ui 
Ins first v oil line. J collected for him when living in the Mai lee and 
in East Gippslau<l lit 1902 T joined Ins staff as a field officer, and 
cnioyud In* friendship as chief fur six rears*, when lie retired. He 
,i splendid chief, always hdptnl and full ol friendly advice. 
He was a welcome visitor among rhi: nreharriiHs, anc! as an econo¬ 
mic uUumologis-i, he was outstanding. 

lie was: a Fellow of the Koval Society of England. Fellow of 
the Lmnean Society u» London, and Fellow of the Society of Isis 
Dresden. 

As like. is attracted to tike. Charles Ffench soon found kindred 
sp : TU& in the natural history world. Thu* thine gathered together 
Willi him a number of young men, notably Dudley Host. .1. H. 
Dixon, David Kershaw, and Francis Barnard. These friends met 
inquenity at the home in the Botanic Gardens from the sixties 
to the eighties* discussing rheir hobbies. and setting forth on, their 
rambles together. Their rambles included long walks inrn the 
scrub at Brighton, the bush at Saudi inghan^ ami the tree ccnuMrv 
;H l\ew. 

One day a Club was suggested; the matter waa frequently bis 
cussed, and at last it was decided to advertise a mating, inviting 
nature Inverts tn meet fur the purpose ot forming the Club. While 
the "conspirators" were proceeding to the meeting lbey were afraid 
that there would be no one there, and when they arrived at the 
appointed place. they were afraid of the whole project for a large 
number was attracted by the suggestion*. Thus on rbe l/rh May. 
FSyy. at a meeting in the Athenaeum, in Collins Stre.cr, the Cluh— 
our Club—was inaugurated, and with Professor XcCoy a* l J resi- 
ikm, Dudley Best as Secretary, Charles French being a member 
oi Committee.. 

In his Botanic Gardens days, French was an enthusiastic and 
successful cullivalor of native ferns and orchids. He was thus 
well qualified to write on these subjects The hi si |>apcr iead :ji 
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the Club meetings was one by French on Victorian ferns. This 
is published in the Southern Science Record from ISSQ to 1SS2. 
This was followed hv The Lycopodiacea of Victwia, also pub¬ 
lished in the Southern Science Record of 1882. 

His papers on Victorian Orchids were read from IS84 to T887. 
(he first appearing in Volume l, No. 1, of the Victorian Naturalist 
He wrote and published many articles in the NaturnUsE on botany 
and entomology; he issued many Departmental Bulletins when 
Government Entomologist; and thus he undoubtedly laid the foun¬ 
dations of entomology in. this State, 

The interest of the Club was always in die heart of our friend, 
unci on every occasion that we met, he would ask\ '*And how is 
the Club getting on?'’ It should be noted that it was always “thc ,: 
Club—it was che only Club so far as he was concerned. It was 
an unfailing pleasure to him to note for fifty-three years the pro¬ 
gress of the Club, the jubilee of which he was permitted to see. 
Ilis last illness was only of a few hours* duration-, and on 21st May 
last, full of honour and respect, he passed quietly away from us. 

H. K PKSCOTT, F.L,5. 


“THE INSECT BOOK” 

There is just to hand number one of ten Nature books by recog¬ 
nized authorities dealing with Australian fauna and flora in ru 
simple, popular way, and designed as an introduction in Nature 
study for children and banners. The/'Shakespeare Head Aus¬ 
tralian Nature Books'* are published by “The Shakespeare Head 
Press Ltd., 0 Sydney, under the general editorship of David G 
Stead, F.L.S., an experienced naturalist and author of many books 
on scientific subjects. 

The first of the series, The Insect Book, is by our foremost 
Australian entomologist, Walter W. Kroggatt, F.L.S., F.E.S., 
F.R.G.S . formerly Government Entomologist and Special Forest 
Entomologist of New South Wales. The hook is well printed, 
fully illustrated, written in simple language, and should be a valu¬ 
able guide to any beginners in the attractive study of mseds. Tech¬ 
nical names are avoided as much as possible, and vernacular names 
used for rhq insects described. This handy little work, price two 
shillings, is a promising forerunner of the scries, 

Mr. Stead is to be congratulated un bis undertaking, and we 
wish him success in his venture. His Excellency, Sir Phillip 
Game, in a pertinent foreword to the series, writes;— 

“L feci that the number of potential students in Australia is 
legion, and that a great many people, young and old, simply await 
the advent of the necessary keys to enable them to unlock Nature's 
storehouse and etijoy chc treasures. . . Nature handbooks of 

this type are a very certain means of aiding in the preservation of 
wild litc and beautiful flora . 1 



